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Out of the miasma: a way to 
children’s safety

Andrew Cameron

Chapter 12.4 of Book 1 of Volume 16, Religious institutions, of the Final 
Report of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse1 makes haunting reading.

Of course the entire report is vastly more than haunting. Its monumen-
tal juxtaposition of callous and casual abuse alongside torrents of anguish, 
distress, and trauma testifies to what Hannah Arendt famously described as 
“the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil”: its capacity to 
destroy and ruin, all the while positioned in plain sight without comment, 
reaction, or care.2

But, as an Anglican priest, it behoves me to pay special attention to the 
analysis of the Anglican Church in that chapter. Section 12.4 summarises 
the commissioners’ findings concerning the responses of various Anglican 
bishops to reports of child sexual abuse, spanning several decades. Behind 
these accounts are literally millions of documents and thousands of person-
hours of testimony, from which the commissioners have narrated a series of 
episcopal behaviours and omissions. Like any self-respecting Aussie despiser 
of authority, I find it exceedingly simple to read of these bishops and their 
failures with a sneer. But that would be to miss how “typically Anglican” their 
failures remain, and the peril to children that remains if we simply scapegoat 
bishops past. Section 12.4 haunts me because it feels so contemporary, so 
current, even though many of those mentioned have retired or died, and 
notwithstanding that some attitudes have changed for the better.
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The primary purpose of the Royal Commission has been to receive the 
stories of those wronged and to find them some little justice. A secondary 
aim has been to get to the bottom of organisational cultures that set the 
conditions for such wrongs. Sadly, the problem is more complex than allows 
the identification of some notional “bottom”. Even so, I have been reading 
the Royal Commission’s work from this perspective. St Mark’s work with 
leaders-in-training makes the organisational culture of this thing we call the 
church, and these things we call churches, a matter of penultimate impor-
tance, with the safety and wellbeing of all who encounter these entities of 
paramount importance.

Churches, of course, are never immune to the human dynamics and 
social psychology that characterise every collective human endeavour. The 
church is in its own way entirely creaturely and therefore susceptible to 
every proper human necessity, and every human weakness, seen in other 
human groupings. Despite the fact that we are called to something better, 
we are every bit as prone to the tribalism, inequities, exploitations, and dif-
fusions of responsibility seen in other human groups. Even at our best, our 
people retain all the proper human needs for care as are found in any group 
anywhere. I hope this point requires no proof, theological or otherwise.

It follows that insights gleaned by the Royal Commission into the func-
tioning of our groups are data to be worn, felt, and learnt, however awful 
that process. As a denizen of Anglican groups, section 12.4, for me, touches 
upon a miasma of organisational breakdowns that are not insurmountable 
but certainly habitual and complexly interrelated. In the commission’s 
historico-legal narratives of past Anglican life we see passivity; indecisive-
ness; well-intentioned naivety; a conflation of forgiveness with trust; an 
addiction to politeness, masking terrible ego-defences and tribal loyalties; 
the inability to resolutely oppose the successful and the charming; constant 
distraction born of focus upon other demands, now long forgotten; and a 
myopic focus upon “lesser matters of the law” (to borrow from Matthew 
23:23). What haunts me is how these aspects of the narrative echo similar 
organisational and cultural difficulties in our own time.

My impression is hard to prove in a formal way as it relies upon the 
commissioners’ writing of their text, my reading of it, and my own emo-
tional baggage as I wander among Anglicans and see the best and worst of 
Anglicanism in myself. If what I have said so far differs from the experience 
of other readers, we need have no argument. More important is the safety 
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of all the children we meet; impelled by my impressions, I hope to indicate 
a path from this miasma and past hand-wringing despair, toward becoming 
a federation of organisations safe for all children who meet us. Everything I 
will touch upon has been thought of and recommended by others, but I hope 
this paper provides a thinkable framework of action for Australian Anglicans 
in all our dispersed, free-wheeling, ramshackle glory. (I suspect it may assist 
other churches too, being that all groups are creaturely in similar respects.)

For reasons that will become apparent, I will begin with the source of 
all the pain: perpetrators. I will then recap some of the sad findings of the 
report, to provide a glimpse of what we are up against in our collective life. 
I will borrow throughout from an extensive literature review that informed 
the commission,3 eventually using it to point out how organisations can be 
managed at low cost to become child-safe. Finally, I will mention specific 
resources that will scaffold and enable church leaders and communities to 
become so.

Personal concupiscence

It may seem odd to start this endeavour by focusing on perpetrators. As 
lay people, we experience a kind of horrified curiosity about what makes a 
perpetrator; however, from my limited reading on the matter, the research 
is inconclusive. Rather than considering interesting and perhaps important 
distinctions made in relation to perpetrators, I will simply bracket perpetra-
tors of every kind together, in order that we might come to clarity about the 
danger they all pose to children. Without that clarity, we will be less astute 
in creating child-safe churches.

As I have made my way through the awful stories of survivors, a line 
from the invective of the late New Testament author, Jude, continually 
returns to me. As he puts it in his late first-century epistle, “certain intrud-
ers have stolen in among you . . . who pervert the grace of our God into 
licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ” (Jude v4, 
NRSV). The Greek word here translated as “pervert” was later picked up 
in English as “metastasize”. That proves nothing about the meaning of the 
word for Jude, but the same word is deployed by the apostle Paul to describe 
the “desertion” by some for “another gospel”, in Galatians 1:6. The word is 
not a pretty one. Jude uses it to describe some gradual but decisive drift 
from an apprehension of the graceful lordship of Christ to a conception of 
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divine grace that justifies sexual excess, absent of any lordship. Grace has 
metastasized into abuse.

Such a metastasis seems evident in the soul-searing account of 
Georgie Burg, who recalls hearing the now-convicted paedophile priest, 
John Aitchison, to utter “father forgive me” while raping her at age 13.4 
A similar case emerged in South Africa earlier this year.5 In the Roman 
Catholic context, “offenders with high rates of cognitive distortion were 
highly likely to offend continuously and to use belief and faith in God to 
aid their distorted belief that their actions were not harmful”.6 Anyone in 
such an “ungodly” condition, to borrow Jude’s further description, is highly 
dangerous for any child nearby.

While more will need to be said about perpetrators of child sexual 
abuse, we do well for further clarity to remember the ancient concept of 
concupiscence: that species of extreme and disordered desire that we experi-
ence as almost uncontrollable. Any number of desires can manifest within us 
concupiscently, whether for status, belonging, power, or control—and, fairly 
obviously, for sexual expression. The following quotation from a 1936 attempt 
at Christian apologia is a serviceable description of sexual concupiscence:

[S]ex is, of course, the most powerful of all man’s instincts 
except the instinct of hunger. You cannot escape from it. 
It throbs with your heart and beats time with your brain. It 
guides your feet on strange errands through strange streets. 
It sings in your throat and glistens in your eyes and shines 
in your hair. You are sex.7

This piece is dubiously premised on the notion that it is like this for 
everyone. But the quote at least describes the experience of many people 
sometimes. At the time of his crimes, the child sexual abuser is somehow 
a member of that set, even if he is concupiscent for other desires as well.

In the case of such a person, Finkelhor’s 1984 proposal needs also to be 
added: that four preconditions are necessary within a perpetrator for child 
sexual abuse to occur:

First, the perpetrator must be motivated to commit child 
sexual abuse. Second, the perpetrator must overcome any 
internal inhibitors that he or she possesses, such as the belief 
that child sexual abuse harms a child. Third, the perpetrator 
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must overcome external barriers, such as adult supervision 
to gain access to the child and perpetrate the abuse. Fourth, 
the perpetrator must overcome victim resistance—for 
example, from children who know that others shouldn’t 
touch their “private parts”.8

Whether a man is a paedophile, a hebephile (pubescent attracted), or an 
ephebophile (mid-teen attracted), whether he is fixated and determined or 
situational and opportunistic, and whatever his historical circumstance—if 
he inhabits these preconditions in a state of concupiscence, he has become 
like a dangerous natural predator, a human-sized natural disaster, to a child. 
To name him so is not to demonise him, nor to deny that he too needs the 
grace of God. It is simply to say that when he is in such a motivated state 
of predation he is, purely and simply, the enemy of children in our care.

I will go on to say that we can straightforwardly aim to protect children 
from such people in the same way that routinely we do our utmost to protect 
children from food poisoning, broken bones, drowning, or cutting themselves 
on broken glass. It turns out that the task of so doing is less bewildering than 
we think. But, to understand why it does seem bewildering, we do well to 
view the bewilderment of past leaders in this matter.

Episcopal naivety and distraction

The commissioners’ account of the failures of past Anglican leaders need 
not be recounted in full here, nor the differences and distinctions between 
various dioceses, organisations, and personalities. But the commissioners 
noticed organisational dynamics that they wish Anglicans also to notice 
and address.

A troubling intimation of these forces is seen in a letter to Georgie 
Burg’s mother, occasioned by the mother’s request for a conference between 
herself, the bishop, and Aitchison as the assaults against Georgie begin to 
emerge. The bishop at the time wrote:

I apologise for not answering promptly, as I had to seek 
opportunity to speak to John, and have also been away at 
a number of meetings in connection with the church at a 
national level. I am also afraid that I am going away again, 
and will not be available for interviews until [later].9
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Putting aside other respects in which this bishop erred, we at least 
notice how the daily matters of episcopacy were more pressing. We also 
see a solidarity with Aitchison, occasioned, it would seem, by a respect 
for natural justice, and perhaps also by a perceived priority of relationship 
between bishop and priest. (The mother is later warned not to infer “that 
I doubt John’s word as solemnly given to me”.)10 These postures must have 
seemed defensible in the moment. Even today, we would on many matters 
grudgingly acknowledge a bishop’s busyness with national church affairs, 
and expect some prime facie loyalty to priests. Unfortunately, in this case, 
those postures turned out entirely to be wrong.

The tragic power of hindsight is a constant in human affairs, and even 
some of the episcopal witnesses before the Royal Commission could see 
now with total clarity that their priorities were misconceived, their loyalties 
misplaced, and their estimate of the outcomes of child sexual abuse fantasti-
cally shallow. The following cameos from the report give a glimpse of what 
went on (with Jacobs, Brandenburg, Daniels, and Elliot each a clergyman 
or church worker known by each bishop to have offended against children):

Mrs Hall told us that the bishop was dismissive of COC’s 
account and told them they needed “photographic evidence 
to prove things like that, and until then, there was nothing 
he could do”. There was no offer of assistance or commit-
ment to do anything.11

Bishop [X] told Mr Kells to “try to be forgiving and give 
[Jacobs] a second chance”.12

[Around 1978,] Reverend [N] said to Mr Brandenburg, “You 
won’t do this again”. Mr Brandenburg responded, “No”.13

In March 1995, a senior priest told the archbishop that Mr 
Brandenburg had been found naked in a spa at his home 
with a parishioner’s 10-year-old son. . . . Bishop [Q] told us 
that that although the report sounded alarm bells, it was 
not pursued further, which was a serious error of judgment 
on his part.14

Bishop [Y] told Daniels to “amend his life” and attend 
counselling.15
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Bishop [S] told us that . . . he took the advice of his archbishop 
and issued Daniels with a “letter of solemn admonition” 
. . . The approach adopted by Bishop [S] had no regard for 
the need to protect children from further sexual abuse 
by Daniels. . . . Bishop [S] told us that he did not turn his 
mind to what steps were necessary to protect children from 
Daniels at the time. He told us, “I think I very much regret 
that and that is why—partly why I’ve sought to express an 
apology later”.16

Bishop [Z] showed no regard for the need to protect 
children from the risk that they could be preyed upon. It 
was a failure of leadership [. . . and . . .] showed no regard 
for risk management . . . [T]he cumulative effect of [many 
systemic issues] was that a group of perpetrators was allowed 
to operate within the diocese for at least 30 years.17

Dr [B] wrote to Elliot . . . stating that “no good purpose” 
could be served by requiring Elliot to relinquish his pastoral 
responsibility and that “an act of removing you would place 
you in an impossible situation at your age and stage in life”.18

Even though these glimpses rely upon witness perception and recollec-
tion, and so may be contestable at points, they serve to show church leaders 
acting in ways still seen today. Some act beyond their competence, whether 
legally (“photographic evidence”) or psychologically (“You won’t do this 
again”). An odd passivity prevails (“nothing he could do”). Professional and 
personal loyalties, and compassions extended, somehow blinded bishops to 
the demands of justice and to the existence of victims. Risk management 
seems to have been literally inconceivable—which is to say, simply not even 
thinkable. A naive confidence in solemn exhortations engenders optimistic 
self-deceptions that the problem has been dealt with, as if concupiscence 
could be extinguished by episcopal fiat and general goodwill. Ineffective 
good intentions are writ large. Glimpsed above, but more evident in the 
commission’s case studies, are repeated confusions of “forgiveness” and 
trust, as if forgiveness is finally trafficked by bishops, not victims, and as if 
trustworthiness arises from a perpetrator’s undertakings rather than from 
a track record proving them to be trustworthy (or not).
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One also senses behind all these stories that people are under-resourced 
and under-trained, making decisions based on intuitions and biases, and 
often hoodwinked by the charm of the offenders. As in the bishop’s letter 
to Georgie Burg’s mother, the overwhelming everyday demands of episco-
pal office lurk just beyond the frame, along perhaps with a dose of wishful 
thinking that, on top of all the usual demands, these matters raised by 
complainants and their parents will magically go away.

This list is not intended to exonerate. Good intentions and difficult 
circumstances never exonerate us from moral culpability, much as we 
harbour the conceit that in our case surely it does. Sadly for them and for the 
victims of abuse, the later lives of these church leaders will be characterised 
by the difficult morally evaluative task of recognising their complicity, and 
of supporting victims’ redress and restitution as they are able. We are all 
likely to face some version of this sober moral task, in some domain of our 
life, as we grow old.

For now, the point is to sense the miasma within which they worked, if 
only to identify where we are falling into a similar miasma of inertia, dazed 
inaction, and blindness to risk. These bishops are only earlier versions of 
us: men tragically affected by false loyalties, failed ideologies, and untrue 
conceptions, struggling to hold together the taxing, difficult, creaturely 
aspects of their church.

Paths to robust organisations

But it turns out that engaged, intentional, targeted activity can move us 
beyond words and hand-wringing, to church cultures that are robustly safe 
for every child encountering them. Whether or not a long record of safety 
will mean that churches and the church are ever trusted again is beside the 
point; the only point is for offences against children in church settings to 
become vanishingly rare, and for the offences that do occur to be met with 
a prompt and just response. In the rest of this article, I will focus on the goal 
of minimising child sexual abuse to a small number of instances.

How can such a goal be realistic, if the motivated predator is a force 
of nature given to deception and subterfuge? It turns out that practical, 
low-cost approaches exist that radically reduce the opportunity for a moti-
vated predator and a vulnerable child even to cross paths. These approaches 
are not perfect. But just as we do our utmost to protect children from food 



113

Out of the miasma: a way to children’s safety

poisoning, drowning, broken bones, or being struck by flying glass, a child-
safe organisation does the same in relation to children being struck by a 
motivated person in a concupiscent state.

It should also be noted that reliance on screening practices alone is 
analogous to a reliance on food safety certification alone to protect from 
food poisoning, rather than on monitoring the food in real-time during a 
church event. Watching the fridge door, covering from flies, ensuring no 
food is left on the bench, and so on are second-nature to anyone acquainted 
with the risks. Similarly, “The best way to avoid harm to children is to avoid 
dangerous practices within an organisation, rather than attempt to screen 
out potentially dangerous people.”19

Kaufman and Erooga found research indicating that most offences are 
less premeditated than we might think:

[R]ather than creating opportunities in institutions for 
offending, many perpetrators appear to capitalise on the 
opportunities or vulnerabilities that are presented to them. 
In this same vein, offenders in another study reported that 
they took advantage of organisational processes that were 
“relaxed and complacent and, in a few cases, careless” [and 
in another study] took advantage of organisations that lacked 
a strong “culture of safety” and “ethos of accountability”.20

It follows that:

[O]pportunities to commit child sexual abuse can be 
significantly reduced by better regulating interactions 
between children and employees or volunteers, increas-
ing onsite supervision, restricting or monitoring access to 
unsupervised areas, implementing a system for oversight 
and accountability, and enhancing the visibility of activities 
through environmental design.21

Kaufman and Erooga go on to outline models of situational prevention, 
in which opportunities for crimes of abuse, and so the probability of them, 
are systematically and relentlessly reduced. Implementations of this approach 
emphasise community brainstorming, low-cost changes to organisational 
policies and practices, and environmental alterations where possible. These 
approaches have been shown to radically reduce instances of abuse. In 
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creaturely terms, churches are the same as every other kind of cash-strapped, 
resource-thin community organisation that regularly encounters children. In 
collecting research pertaining to a diversity of sectors, Kaufman and Erooga 
succeed in demystifying the problem of creating child-safe church settings, 
enabling church members and leaders to see that others are grappling with 
similar issues in ways that we can borrow and implement.22

This way of framing the pathway to child safety is arguably more acces-
sible than the 10 elements of a child-safe institution arising from a research 
study commissioned by the Royal Commission.23 This list of elements is 
comprehensive but initially daunting, perhaps serving better to indicate 
how child-safe policies might be refined and extended once the task has 
begun. Safeguarding children services are offered through the Professional 
Community of the Australian Childhood Foundation,24 a consultancy that 
leverages the foundation’s model of organisational failure to offer a staged 
process of organisational change.25 Researchers Tucci et al have the work 
of the foundation in mind when they conclude:

[I]f constructed with heart and sensitivity, a child protec-
tion policy can shape and define the very narrative about 
what the organisation stands for in relation to the safety 
of children and the responsibilities of adults to fulfilling 
the rights of children and young people more broadly.26

These proposals and ideas, however, do rely upon organisational com-
mitment, effective governance and management engagement—the very things 
that were absent in the cameos of section 12.4. This remaining puzzle piece 
means that child safety cannot be addressed effectively at the organisation’s 
grassroots alone. Therefore, the Royal Commission’s recommendation 16.5 
to the Anglican Church includes:

that all people in religious or pastoral ministry (bishops, 
clergy, religious and lay personnel):

a. undertake mandatory, regular professional develop-
ment, compulsory components being professional 
responsibility and boundaries, ethics in ministry 
and child safety

b. undertake mandatory professional and pastoral 
supervision.27
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Supervision cannot of itself negate the predations of the fixated paedophile. 
What it can do, however, is assist church leaders to exit their own miasma 
and resistance to creating child-safe churches. St Mark’s own vocational 
and education training in professional supervision28 has already made 
significant inroads into dismantling the decades-old lone ranger, father-
knows-bests conceits endemic to church ministry, which likely contributed 
to the leadership deficiencies we saw above. We train mid-career clergy to 
supervise other clergy in three respects: restoratively, assisting clergy to 
overcome the exhaustions and inertia that make new initiatives, such as 
safe church policy, all seem too hard; normatively, reminding and holding 
clergy to their moral responsibilities; and formatively, finding with clergy 
pathways for professional development in areas where the clergy person is 
under-trained or lacking necessary knowledge or skills. One wonders how 
the leaders in discussed in section 12.4 may have performed had they been 
scaffolded by this kind of concerted, caring supervision.

Anglicans and others can edge forward from the miasma we have 
inherited. It no longer need claim us, define us, or intimidate us. Like all 
cultural change, the path forward will be incremental, sustained, and often 
uncomfortable. But it is entirely doable, and it will bring to reality what has 
come to seem almost impossibly distant: a nation of Anglican communi-
ties that, without exception, cause no little child to stumble on their way to 
meeting Jesus (Mt. 18:5–6, 10; Lk 18:15–16).
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